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special operating forces.”41  Belote notes the Air Force’s common joint deficiency as well: “That 

lack of common framework can have disastrous consequences—consequences that a joint-

minded airman might avoid.”42  The disconnect is noticed even at the highest levels in DOD: 

“There’s something about the culture,” reflects former Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney, 

“that identifies the Air Force with specific positions rather than joint command.”43  All these 

observations point to Air Force career development vectors that tend to minimize joint exposure 

and remain Service-centric;44 thus, Airmen often lack necessary perspective to craft a broad 

operational approach—a key outcome of Design. 

Underutilizing PME 

 Prior to assignment on a planning staff, Airmen are not often required to practice Design, 

or to think strategically.  However, a major exception is PME, whose curriculum is often 

designed specifically to stimulate such thinking.  AWC, for example, prepares students (O-5 and 

O-6) to “lead in the strategic environment,” persistently elevating students’ thinking above the 

tactical and Service-centric toward “employment of airpower in joint operations.”45 (emphasis 

added)  Other Air Force PME hews to similar goals.  But it is easy for an Airman, caught up in 

the tempo of assignments and tasks, to miss the significance of the transformation their thinking 

should undergo.  She might “pick up something here or there” at PME, but can easily believe 

better value lies somewhere back in her “real” career field.  Ironically, should she be promoted 

past O-5, strategic thought and leadership will essentially be her career field—making it crucial 

to develop the required thinking tools at ACSC or even—in an introductory way—Squadron 

Officer College (SOC).  The demands of Operational Design will not wait for O-6 rank; such 

joint, comprehensive thinking is required of an O-4, for instance, on a combatant command or 

joint task force planning staff.  As it is, real-world planning suffers: 
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“We don’t do mission analysis well,” noted Lt Gen Short.  “We rush through it to get to course 

of action development.  Because of that, our center of gravity is not optimally derived—if it is 

derived at all.”46   

The Remedy: How Airmen Will Lead and Excel at Design 

 To characterize the factors above as “damning” would miss an important point: they 

result from longstanding thinking and practice that have produced an excellent air arm.  That the 

Air Force “gets the job done,” with breathtaking success, is not in question.  Rather, these factors 

have left many Air Force officers as aspiring joint leaders on unequal footing at the operational 

level, which can easily include leading Design.  Therefore, how can the Air Force produce well-

equipped strategic thinkers?  Five specific lines of effort can begin to reshape the Service to do 

so. 

Leverage the Strengths of Airmindedness 

 Airmen will naturally approach Operational Design in a way consistent with their Service 

culture and warfighting medium.  That can add value to Design, if done carefully.  An Airman’s 

thinking is necessarily flexible and adaptable.  New Air Force doctrine, juxtaposing Design with 

airmindedness, points out that “Airmen view operations, including the application of force, more 

from a functional than a geographic perspective.”47  This is a positive conceptual step—the 

operating environment is holistic, so thinking about it should not be geographically constrained.  

(However, neither should it be functionally constrained, so Airmen must still beware.) 

 Also, Airmen are typically comfortable with a “freestyling,” figure-it-out-as-we-go 

approach—unhelpful for following a checklist, but very well suited for Design, which is 

characterized by creativity and intuition, two traits an Airmen is apt to have.  Further, the “no-

holds-barred” mission debrief culture, so familiar to USAFWS graduates and the flying 
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community, is precisely the desired atmosphere for a Design team: critically consuming higher 

guidance is not only allowed, but necessary.  (Other Service cultures often have a tougher time 

with this.48)  Airmen are also quick to take advantage of emergent opportunities, which can lead 

to insightful departures from conventional thinking.49 

 On the other hand, Airmen will have to resist some typical traits, such as the air-medium-

driven ability (and thus tendency) to make quick decisions.  Belote wisely points out “there is a 

fundamental tension between alacrity of command and the time required for an interdisciplinary 

approach to bear fruit.”50  The latter approach, with its associated “simmer time,” is more 

congruent with Design. 

Broaden Accessions from STEM 

 Over its lifetime, the Air Force has especially prized officer recruits from the science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields.  At the U.S. Air Force Academy, a 

Bachelor of Science degree is awarded regardless of major—because two-thirds of a graduate’s 

credit hours are always in the heavily technical core curriculum.51  This makes sense if analytical, 

process-oriented thinking is most valuable—but what about when thinking must broaden beyond 

processes, or ascend from the tactical to the operational or strategic?  “Systems thinking 

[prominent in Design] stands in contrast to reductionism or analytical thinking,”52 and we have 

“trained our imaginations to be fundamentally linear.”53  Linear, STEM-saturated imaginations, 

coupled with type “A” personalities, want to press hard toward the “right answer.”54  But for 

wicked problems, there is no right answer, and STEM officers may struggle with Design’s 

iterative, exploratory, intuitive approach.  The Air Force should broaden its accessions, seeking 

college graduates with majors (or at least minors) in political science, history, psychology, or the 
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arts.  This would balance the junior officer corps with more creative and intuitive thinkers, 

improving nonlinear approaches like Design.55 

Promote Broad, Joint Career Exposure 

 The Air Force must move from centripetal to centrifugal career arcs—and offer 

promotion accordingly, inducing Airmen to seek joint and interagency exposure.  “The Air Force 

must make joint warfighters,” insisted former CJCS John Shalikashvili, “seek positions for its 

frontrunners, to grow them as joint warfighters.”56  As Lt Gen Short noted, assignment to the Air 

Operations Center (AOC) or the Commander, Air Force Forces (COMAFFOR) staff offer 

tremendous joint experience; greater likelihood for promotion should follow, making them more 

desirable.57  Another possibility, offered by Shalikashvili and others, would be to split Air Force 

officers into two “career tracks”—one oriented toward deep tactical expertise (with USAFWS a 

key milestone), the other emphasizing career breadth, strategic thinking, and joint operations.58  

Gen Gene Renuart, former Commander, U.S. Northern Command (USNORTHCOM), 

envisioned an “O-6 cross-Service exchange program”: instead of group command, select O-6s 

could advise other Services’ flag-rank commanders—and the Chief of Staff of the Air Force 

would “push” them for subsequent wing command.59  Promotion potential is the key to any of 

these ideas—with that incentive, officers will stop viewing joint assignments as “a painful 

sidetrack to be endured, not embraced, and certainly not sought after.”60 

Maintain Momentum in PME Curriculum Shift 

 If PME is the venue to grow broad, strategic thinking, as asserted above, it should be full 

of Design-related curricula to equip Airmen for such work.  Fortunately, there has been solid 

progress along these lines.  At AWC, some seven instructional periods (fourteen course hours) in 

the Warfighting curriculum are infused with Design, the Joint Land Aerospace and Sea 
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Simulation (JLASS) elective resonates with it, and the end-of-course Global Challenge wargame 

utilizes it.61  ACSC is not quite as far along; it offers a “Cross-Domain Operational Strategist” 

elective featuring graduate-level Design, but should further integrate those thinking tools into the 

mainstream curriculum.62  Even SOC should consider introducing broader, more comprehensive 

thinking into junior officers’ intellectual toolkits.  At every level, even operational assignments 

do not provide better thinking tools than PME does for “clear understanding of the complex 

environment of the situation...the purpose of military involvement...[and] the approach required 

to address the core issues.”63 

 Also, as Design is established in Air Force doctrine, shorter, more readable, more easily 

applicable “mini-publications” explaining the concept—with examples—would help Airmen 

understand it.  This would also partly absolve Airmen of the well-founded charge that “we have 

great doctrine, but we don’t read it.”64  ACSC is writing the upcoming AFDD 5-0, which will 

constitute a primer on Design.65   

Individual Professional Preparation 

 No matter the level of Air Force institutional effort to equip Airmen to think broadly and 

strategically, some of the burden falls upon Airmen themselves.  They cannot rely on PME or 

operational experience to provide a complete intellectual toolkit for great Design and strategic 

thinking.  Airmen must do a great deal of the work.  The study of history, viewed critically 

through the lens of operational art theory, is a superb starting point: theory is “a guide to anyone 

who wants to learn about war from books,” avers Clausewitz; “it will light his way, ease his 

progress, train his judgment, and help him to avoid pitfalls. . . . It is meant to guide [the 

commander] in his self-education.”66  A broad base of knowledge is required to think 

strategically.  There is no substitute for it, and Airmen will not gain sufficient knowledge by 
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direct experience—so they must read.  Successful commanders throughout history often used a 

form of Design methodology, though they did not call it that; a savvy student will study such 

operations carefully.  Also, the study of fields such as geopolitics, human psychology, systems 

theory, and game theory bolsters the “non-STEM” cognitive functions that can serve Airmen 

well in Design.67 

 Beyond study, Airmen must relentlessly pursue the why of any action, plan, or mission.  

Understanding purpose and intent, in the environmental context, is crucial for Design.  The 

practice of carefully noting one’s own cognitive biases will help avoid pitfalls when a Design 

team veers toward similar bias.  Finally, the Army’s Mission Command construct—especially 

the principle of creating a shared understanding—is a useful entry point into the kind of 

thinking Design demands, and merits careful study and practice.68 

Strong Medicine: Is It Really Worth It? 

 The remedies above represent fundamental changes to the Air Force in recruiting, career 

progression, promotion, education, and even culture.  Some might argue the “cure” is worse than 

the “disease” in terms of effort and time:  must the Service take such far-reaching measures 

simply to generate officers who can think strategically or lead Design?  After all, these measures 

would mean upending paradigms in place since 1947—and their result has been far from 

disastrous.  One could argue the campaigns of World War II, for instance, were designed and 

executed tolerably well without an Airman leading the planning staff (or commanding the joint 

force).  If the Air Force only produces the rare strategic thinker or geographic combatant 

commander today, what of it?  With a peerless air arm, perhaps the status quo is acceptable. 

 This argument has certain attractive elements, but several flaws.  First, it essentially 

argues the Air Force should be relegated to the role of a support Service, underpinning either a 
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land-based or maritime-based joint commander.  If that happened, the Air Force would not need 

to produce joint-minded, strategic thinkers, since Airmen would not lead joint forces.  

Centripetal career arcs and the platform-centric, tactical mindset would sum up an Airman, a 

JFACC assignment becoming his career zenith.  These are tendencies, kept in check by the 

realization that Airmen should be joint and coequal.  Making the Air Force a support arm, 

however, would make the tendencies ironclad.  Not only would Airmen fail to lead joint Design, 

in short order they could not practice it. 

 But is this a bad thing?  Is it a disservice to the nation if the Air Force is a support arm?  

To answer, consider that air, space, and cyberspace capabilities are too central to contemporary 

operations for Airmen to relegate Design expertise or leadership to other Services by default.  

Even cursory looks at operations in Libya (2011), Israel-Lebanon (2006), Iraq (2003), and 

Kosovo (1999) make clear that air, space, and cyberspace played enormously outsized roles in 

those campaigns—to say nothing of many humanitarian assistance and irregular warfare 

operations over the same period.  An Airman is the best choice to lead Design efforts for 

problem sets in which air, space, and cyberspace play key roles.  Even when they do not, Airmen 

must still be capable Design partners, articulating airpower’s contribution to the operational 

approach.  Systems perspective comes naturally to an Airman and adds great value to Design—

provided he avoids an overly reductionist tendency.  In sum, the character of modern warfare 

requires the nation to maintain its Air Force on coequal footing with the other Services.  

Therefore, while such significant measures are very difficult to implement, they must be taken to 

change the institution and produce Airmen who excel at Design. 
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Conclusion 

 Design is the primary thinking tool of joint planners today, both in doctrine and practice.  

If Airmen leads Design with inadequate preparation, risks immediately surface: they may easily 

receive guidance uncritically, solve the wrong problem, misunderstand the environment, fail to 

adapt to changing circumstances, or fail to achieve objectives.  A number of cultural and career 

factors inherent to the Air Force make these risks very real and perpetuate deficiencies: Airmen 

typically think in terms of platforms and technology, celebrate tactics, lack joint exposure, and 

undervalue PME.  They are often not “dressed for success” when rising to levels at which 

broader thinking is required.  Several remedies can help greatly to mitigate these issues, though 

they are not quick or easy.  First, Airmen can leverage the strengths of airmindedness while 

avoiding its pitfalls.  Second, the Air Force can broaden its officer accessions beyond STEM to 

fields of study conducive to Design.  Third, the Air Force can value joint and strategy-minded 

career paths, promoting accordingly.  Fourth, PME curriculum can incorporate Design more 

robustly, to include streamlined, applicable doctrine.  Finally, individual Airman can (and must) 

study and practice forms of thinking that will build Design “muscle.”  If all this is done, the gap 

will close, and Airmen will grapple with complex, adaptive, wicked problems as ably as officers 

from any Service. 
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